THE  BACKGROUND
of America, had become one of the most sociahstically advanced countries in either hemisphere
Socialism is perhaps a word one should be careful in using, it would be safer, as Mr Somervell suggests,1 to call it collectivism But at all events, society had changed markedly in its structure Our period covers the extinction of the country interest and the triumph of industrialism, and it carries us almost as far as the capture of the latter by finance But apart from this, and in the face of the individualistic spirit of the period, it also covers an almost bewildering development of State, and especially municipal control, not only in industry, but outside it, in schools, colleges, libraries, trams, swimming baths, communications It is another of the odd paradoxes of the time* It was the middle classes that decreed all this, and at the same time decreed, perhaps, its merging into another class, for our period covers the rise, if not to power, at least to political importance, of the workers, of what has come to be called the "proletariat", and at the same time it covers the expansion to its utmost limit of the Empire from the maintenance of which the working classes would dissociate themselves
Economically the period was in the main one of previously unthinkable progress There are troubled times until 1848, for some people indescribably cruel times that called out the early revolutionary spirit Then, until the late seventies, an unparalleled prosperity and an astonishing increase in population earned the nation forward, a profound optimism and complacency seems to have been the dominant sentiment; revolution was dead The difficulties that arose after that period were overcome, or lived through, but the seed of doubt had been planted Neither a new prosperity nor the songs of the Imperialists could hide the fact that something was wrong, it was this that made the middle class critical, or at least dubious of itself, and gave the solid basis to socialistic thought which, characteristic of the Edwardian period, has yet to work itself out It is this fluctuation in prosperity which gives the divisions to our period, there are the Early Victorians, then the Victorians proper, the Victorians of the
1 English Thought m the Nineteenth Centtay, by D C Somervell
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